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CHRISTOPHER ECCLESTON: Today’s date is October 16, 2001. My name 
is Christopher Eccleston of the New York City Fire Department. I am conducting an 
interview with the following individual...please state your name, rank, assigned 
command area of the Fire Department of the City of New York regarding the events of 
September 11, 2001. 

MICHAEL OBER: My name is Michael Ober, I am an EMT with the New 
York City Fire Department. I am currently assigned to Division 3 in Brooklyn. 

Q: Mike, were you working on September 11", the day of the World Trade 
Center disaster? 

A: Yes, I was. 

And were you assigned to the World Trade Center disaster? 
Yes, I was. 


In your own words, can you please tell me about the events of that day? 
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Um, the morning of the a I was in the office, I am currently assigned to 
Chief Kowalcyk. He was up here in the office, and he called down to me, “get the car 
ready”. I said why? He said a plane crashed into the Twin Towers. I didn’t really believe 
him at first. Then on the way out the door, one of the people who works here turned the 
TV on and we could see the towers burning. I said all right. I didn’t think it was going 
to be so massive. I thought it was a Cessna or something like that. I had no idea it was 


going to be a 767. So I ran downstairs, got the car ready, we started to leave. I don’t 
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know what road we were on, but I could see a nice picture of the city skyline. You saw 
the towers right in front of you, and the first tower was hit. I couldn’t tell at first if it was 
papers or birds, but something white was you know, like flickering up in the sky. It just 
seemed weird. But anyway, we got into Manhattan. The Chief was trying to prepare us 
for everything. He said, “you know, just get ready, this may be a bad day. You might 
see a lot of dead people. You might see a lot of bad things”. He was also saying that, just 
be prepared, cause it might be a terrorist act. At this point we still had no idea what was 
going on. We just heard that a plane hit the Twin Towers. He said, “be ready for 
secondary explosives”. Just, you know, stuff like that, just trying to give me an idea of 
what he wants me to do when we get down there. We got out of the tunnel. Do you want 
this to be really descriptive, or do you just want to know...? 

Q: Absolutely, sure, as descriptive as possible. 

A: We were coming down what I believe is West Street, and the Chief says, 
what is that in the road up there? We just saw a pile sitting there, had no idea what it 
was. But we came closer, and found out it was body parts. We turned back the car, I 
have no idea exactly where, to be honest, I can’t remember the street. We started 
walking to the building, I believe the building we walked into was the South Tower, I’m 
just not sure. But it was where the fire command post was, whichever building the fire 
command post was in, that’s where we went. We walked into there, on the way into the 
building, there was people running around, people that was jumping landing on the 


grounds. Whatever building we walked into there was a glass canopy, foyer type thing 
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where from the street you can see into the building. As we were walking into the 
building, we just heard a huge bang. As we looked up, it was someone who had jumped, 
god knows how far up. We got into the lobby of the building and it was like chaos, there 
were people everywhere. Once we got in there, I don’t remember exactly who it was, I 
think it was one of the fire Chiefs who said “you know it’s not safe, we gotta get 
outside”. So we left to go outside, and as we stepped out of the building, it was like, 
raining people. People were just jumping from everywhere. Just all over it was bodies 
and parts just scattered. We walked across, I believe it was West Street, and we set up 
the command post over there next to the fire command post, just trying to get everything 
in order. At the same time we’re trying to watch to see what’s going on. The only thing 
that was going on was you could see the buildings burning and people just jumping. You 
could watch them fall from like the 90" floor all the way down. It’s like you go to school 
for so long to be able to take of people and treat them and be able to fix them when 
there’s something wrong with them, and there’s nothing, they hit the ground, and that’s it. 
I saw one guy got split in half by a light post, his torso and his legs weren’t together. 

You just feel helpless, there’s nothing you can do. So we’re sitting there trying to set up 
the command board. I really don’t know how long we’re there for, to be honest, I have 
no idea. Then we heard a rumble, some twisting metal, we looked up in the air, and to be 
totally honest, at first, I don’t know exactly...but it looked to me just like an explosion. It 
didn’t look like the building was coming down, it looked like just one floor had blown 


completely outside of it. I was sitting there looking at it. I just never thought they would 
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ever come down, so I didn’t think they were coming down. I just froze and stood there 
looking at it. Then I saw everybody running past me and I said, I better start running. I 
turned around, luckily there’s a parking garage behind us. We ran into the parking 
garage, and right before I got into the parking garage, I turned around and I could see the 
debris starting to come down. 

Q: When you say we were running, can you tell me who else was in this 
group that was running? 

A: Well, the command post was set up, I believe it was right on the sidewalk 
directly across the street, and directly behind us was like a driveway into a parking 
garage. The command post in front was myself, Chief Kowalcyk. There was either a 
Lieutenant or a Captain from Manhattan, one of the EMS officers. Then it was either 
directly to our left, or just a little behind us was the fire command post. Chief Ganci was 
there, Commissioner Feehan, all the guys who didn’t make it out were standing right over 
there. 

Q: How far from you were they? 

A: Five, ten feet max. Then behind us, there was just lots of firefighters, I 
can’t even begin to tell you how many. There was some cops back there, a lot of 
firefighters. They had all their gear sitting there, I guess they were just waiting for 
orders, just sitting there. After hearing this and looking up and seeing the building, what 
I thought was an explosion, everyone was running, I turned around and decided that I 


should probably take off like everybody else. So when I got to the entrance, I turned 
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around and saw the debris coming down. I didn’t know if I was gonna die or get trapped. 
I was just like, I kept thinking, I don’t want to be alone. I need to find somebody. I went 
into the parking garage, I made it about 5 feet. I saw some firefighter up against the wall, 
he was on the ground right close to the wall. I just jumped on this guy’s back, I had no 
idea who he was. I said, are you all right? He was just like, yeah buddy, are you all 
right? Yeah, I’m fine. Just as he said that, a huge gust of wind just started coming down. 
It wasn’t like huge chunks of debris, but it was a lot of dust, you know, just dust, it might 
have been ash too. But it was pitch black. We just layed there till it stopped coming 
down, then we finally got back up, it probably had to be inches of just stuff on top of 
everything. It had to be probably like six inches of dust and all kinds of stuff. After it 
stopped coming down, I finally got up, and thought we gotta get outta here. We got up. 
We’re trying to figure out where we were. It seemed like a movie, it was just like guys in 
fire companies were screaming out their company numbers. I think it was 16, I’m not 
sure. But I remember just hearing someone in the background screaming 16, where are 
you? It didn’t seem-- I just felt like I was ina movie. So myself and this firefighter, I 
have no idea who it is, decide that we’re gonna walk towards this entrance where we 
came in. We walked, and I’m like, we’re stuck. He said, no we’re not at the entrance 
yet. Somebody says no, you’re outside. I’m like we’re not outside, it’s dark out. He said 
look at the air, there’s so much stuff in the air, no sunlight’s getting through. The amount 
of stuff that was in the air, you couldn’t see it. It was like a curtain of just dust that 


blocked out all the sunlight. Breathing was horrible, it was just ash and dust. Every time 
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I took a breath, I could feel more of it going into me. You try covering up your mouth, 
but it was still getting in. Cause it was just so thick in the air, it was hard to see 10 feet 
by you. It was horrible. There was just gear everywhere. I had no idea where I was, I 
had no idea how I was getting out. I somehow stumbled over a Scoot Pack and picked it 
up, just in case. I never used it, but I just picked it up and brought it just in case I needed 
to use it. We found out we were outside. At first you really couldn’t see anything, it was 
just dark. Then after that, we were just looking for people, anything around us that we 
would know, that could get us out. Someone that could help, it was just confusion at 
first. I didn’t know what to do, where to go, who to help, who to look for or anything. 
Then the air started to settle down a little bit, and some of the air was coming through, 
and it felt like I was looking at a black and white TV. Everything was a shade of gray. 
Everybody around me was just covered in gray. I saw a fire engine that was just 
completely destroyed, and it was just gray. Every fire engine was just a different shade 
of gray. It was just crazy. Actually, with all the devastation that was going on, that was 
the real cool thing to see. I don’t know why, it was just really interesting. It was just like 
I said, it was like a black and white TV. 

Q At this point, did you know where your partner Chief Kowalcyk was? 

A No. [had no idea. 

Q The last time you saw him was at the command post? 

A Once I finally got situated, and got a hold of myself, I realized what was 


going on. I started looking for him. After a couple minutes of looking for him, another 
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Chief’s aide, who I don’t know his name, I know his face, he came over to me and said 
where’s your Chief? I had no idea. He’s said where’s your Chief? I said I don’t know. 
We started walking around looking for him. I don’t even know how long we looked for 
him, time was just a big blur. We didn’t find him anywhere, we went back into the 
parking garage, we couldn’t find him in the parking garage. We walked down to the 


corner and both of our Chiefs were standing there together. We started heading down the 


block to get to the Chiefs. 
Q Who was the other Chief who was with Chief Kowalcyk, do you know? 
A: I’m not sure...sorry. I can’t remember. 
Q No, no, it’s alright. 


A: Just as we got to the Chiefs, the rumbling started again, and it was just like 
a sound I’ll never forget. Days afterwards I heard a rumbling noise and I was hiding. 
You knew what was happening, we turned around and the second building was coming 
down. So we took off running again, and I don’t know what building it was, sorry I don’t 
really know the area very well... 

Q: It’s fine, it’s fine. 

A: I just found a safe area, so I didn’t care what street it was. We ran behind 
this building, and had shelter in that building. People were just coming in. They let 
people in the doors. Then from there, for a while I don’t know what happened. I know 
we left the building, we found an ambulance crew and we told the driver that we had to 


set up some kind of staging. Set up some kind of triage, we had to get some kind of 
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order. We figured the best way to do that was to take a step back. So Chief Kowalcyk 
said take them down to Chelsea Piers. He figured it was a big area, they had a lot of big 
open rooms in there. If need be we could make it into a make-shift hospital, or a triage 
area. We took a ride down there. I don’t even remember how long we were down there 
for. I just remember flying through the streets of Manhattan, going down there. When 
we got down there, it was just like, go down to the end, there was a little cobblestone 
driveway. It was maybe like 2 cars wide, maybe a little bit bigger than that. Then there’s 
like a main road, you just go to the end of the driveway. He just told me to switch any 
ambulance that shows up over to the command frequency. Keep the driver in the car, tell 
them don’t leave the ambulance. He just had a lot of orders. Write down the unit 
number. I went down to the end and the ambulances just started showing up from 
everywhere. Ambulance companies that I had never even heard of before. People just 
from everywhere were showing up. There had to be hundreds of ambulances lined up 
there. I had ambulances show up, and all I had to do was write down what kind of crew 
they were, whether it was a BLS crew, an ALS crew. Whether they had you know, two 
people or ten. The ambulances would show up and I’m like well, what’s your crew? 
They’d be like, well it’s myself, my partner, we’re both EMTs. I have five doctors, and 
four nurses in the back. There was so many people. So many people with so much 
training and so much knowledge. These amazing skills that they could treat these people 
with, but there was no patients. We had all kind of medically trained people there and 


nobody to take care of. We had ambulances just lined up, and everybody’s getting 
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frustrated cause they know what’s going on. It’s like everybody who came out here who 
had bumps and bruises. Or they didn’t come out, they were dead. There was really 
nothing that anyone could do down there, so they were getting frustrated. Then I just, I 
don’t even know...time was just a blur, I don’t remember what time it was. There was a 
rumor about a gas leak going on down there, and about 2 minutes after this rumor of the 
gas leak, Chief Kowalcyk calls me on the radio and says we’re going back down there. I 
remember getting down there, that’s about it. I don’t remember exactly what we did once 
we got down there. It was weird, it was probably the most devastating thing I’ve ever 
seen in my life, and so much of it I can’t remember. I don’t remember where I parked the 
car, you know, I don’t remember the people that I saw. I saw so many people, and it’s 
like, a lot of them I know by face, and I will never forget faces. But I don’t know names. 
Both people that I work with, and both victims that I saw parts from were like, someone’s 
face that I saw them jump, and they landed 5 feet from me. I don’t remember the sound 
of the building hitting the ground. Somebody told me that it was measured on the Richter 
scale, I don’t know how true that is. If the building is hitting the ground that hard, how 
do I not remember the sound of it? The smell was just --- it has a distinct smell. I’ve 
been to Manhattan many times since then, and that smell just brings back every single...I 
don’t know if it’s like World Trade Center cement. I don’t know what exactly it is. It’s 
just that like, the smell that we inhaled so many times with the rest of the dust and 


everything in the parking garage. It’s just a nasty smell. I mean, it’s not that bad, but I 
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just don’t like the smell. Um, I don’t know...we were down there, there was rumors 
about the other stuff going on. But nobody had definite information. 

Q: About what other stuff? 

A: One rumor I heard was that they were taking out the tunnels, which 
seemed pretty damn scary considering we took the tunnel on the way over here. 

Q: The Brooklyn Battery Tunnel? 

A: The Brooklyn Battery, there you go. The Brooklyn Battery Tunnel. Then 
we heard about the Pentagon. Somebody also said the Sear’s Tower was hit. That’s 
about it as far as I know. People were just talking. You didn’t know what was true and 
what was not true, you know? I remember standing on, I think it was on West Street, and 
it was the first plane I had heard in awhile. I started flipping out. I turned around and 
I’m looking at the Empire State Building, and I’m like, it’s gone. All I heard was the 
rumbling of an airplane, and I’m like, they’re taking out the Empire State Building too. 

It was some kind of F-15 or something came like, screaming over our heads. That was the 
greatest thing I saw all day long. I’m like, they’re not hitting us with anymore planes. 


It’s just like I said, a lot of the stuff I’ll be getting here and there. It’s all bits and pieces. 


Q: Is there anything else that you feel you want to add to this interview? 
Anything at all? 
A: Sure, I probably should have said, or told you about. I know this is just a 


personal feeling, but the amount of devastation that was going on down there, it’s just 


unbelievable the number of people who came out. When I was down at Chelsea Piers 
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lining up the ambulances, I had people coming up to me who wanted to just do 
something. Someone was like, I'm a retired Vietnam veteran. I can help you know. I’m, 
used to this kind of situation. What can I do to help? There were people everywhere, 
“T’m a lawyer”, and you see them out there directing traffic. They tried so much to bring 
us down, whoever did this. It’s just not gonna happen, you know? It’s just so many 
awesome people out there. Just the way everybody’s doing the job, it’s unbelievable. This 
city, ’m proud of where I work. 

Q: You should be. You have good reason to be proud. Well Mike, I thank 
you very much for conducting this interview with me. This interview is being concluded 


at 11:02. The counter on the cassette player is 313. 


